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What is the link 
between infill housing 
and climate change?



● On the edge of 
urban area

● Extends out into 
open space

● Typically 
low-density

What is sprawl?



What is infill?

● Typical in an urban 
area

● Underutilized land
● Typically 

high-density



Reality: infill reduces GHGs

● Less driving to jobs, services, schools, shopping

● Facilitates transit and non-car modes of travel 

● Lowers water and electricity use

● Allows open space to remain a carbon sink

● Facilitates more sustainable city design (e.g. stormwater 
facilities, water recycling, etc.)

● Fewer roads to construct and maintain



3 in 4 Americans believe that it’s 
better for the environment if 

houses are built further apart.
According to a recent YouGov survey

“Someone who lives in a leafy suburb, let alone in a 
rural area, is surrounded by more greenery than 
someone in an urban high-rise. So wouldn’t the nation 
as a whole be greener if everyone spread out more?”

-Paul Krugman, NY Times “How Green is Your Metropolis” April 2022



Let’s put that in economic terms

“Imagine taking a square mile of Manhattan holding 
about 70,000 people….These people would then 

occupy about 35 square miles.”

1 
mi2

70,000 
Manhattan 
residents

Spread out 
to a typical 
suburban 
density

35 mi2



“ Infill”



“Sprawl”



We need to bank climate savings



What’s are greatest local 
policy levers we have to 

quickly reduce GHG 
emissions?



#1 impact: Infill housing

Data from CoolClimate Network, A University - Government - Business - NGO Partnership at UC Berkeley. 



Data from CoolClimate Network, A University - Government - Business - NGO Partnership at UC Berkeley. 

1,988 units RHNA-required, 744 units built 2,789 units RHNA-required, 2,895 units built



Tonight’s speakers

Alice Kaufman 
Policy and 
Advocacy Director
Green Foothills

Jordan Grimes 
Resilience Manager 
Greenbelt Alliance

Liz O’Donoghue
The Nature Conservancy 
Director, Sustainable and 
Resilient Communities 
Strategy 



Do you see the connection 
between climate change and 

housing policy

OR

What is the obstacle in 
convincing others the 
connection it exists?
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greenfoothills.org





History of Bay Area sprawl





Santa Clara County – “Valley of Heart’s Delight”



Post-WWII population boom
● G.I. Bill
● Plenty of jobs, plenty of land for new homes









Sprawl is expensive



Density can 
include nature

Conceptual renderings from 
Google’s North Bayshore 
Master Plan in Mountain View



Sprawl is still happening



Gilroy’s future: climate resilience 
or foolhardy sprawl?







Tell LAFCO to deny 
Gilroy’s application

Hearing date and location:

August 2, 2023, 1:15 pm
70 W. Hedding (Board Chambers)
San Jose, CA

To email LAFCO, go to: 
GreenFoothills.org/lafco-blog

(Details and link will be sent out via email)



Bridging the 
Climate/Housing Gap
Jordan Grimes, 
Resilience Manager



We envision a Bay Area 

of healthy, thriving, 

resilient communities 

made up of lands and 

people that are safe 

during climate disasters 

and recover quickly from 

wildfire, floods, and 

drought.

Karl Nielsen
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Why does where we 
build matter?

Transportation

● In the US - transportation is 
30% of GHG emissions

● In California - transportation is 
38% of GHG emissions

● Shifting to growth within cities 
could reduce equivalent of 
400k cars 
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Why does where we 
build matter?

Denser Forms of 
Development Can Reduce

● Dependence on personal 
vehicles

● Travel time and costs

● Consumption of oil and gas

● GHG emissions
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How Can Building 
New Homes Reduce 
Emissions?

Where we build matters, 
even within our region

● Smaller homes use less 
energy, ADUs, duplexes, 
fourplexes etc 

● Zoning changes - no cost path 
to reduce emissions



40

How Can Building 
New Homes Reduce 
Emissions?

What Type of Housing We 
Build Matters

● New standard have more 
sustainable construction and 
operations

● Single family suburban home 
produces 3x yearly emissions 
as an urban home



IPCC Report: Housing is a Critical Strategy to Reduce Emissions

“There is a rapidly closing 
window of opportunity to secure 
a livable and sustainable future 
for all...the choices and actions 
implemented in this decade will 
have impacts now and for 
thousands of years” 

“Established cities will achieve 
the largest GHG emissions 
savings by replacing, 
repurposing, or retrofitting the 
building stock, strategic infilling, 
and densifying.”

IPCC chair Hoesung Lee



Housing, Climate, 
and the Peninsula



Housing, Climate, 
and the Peninsula
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The False Choice: To 
Build, or Not To Build

What happens when we prevent new 
multifamily housing construction in our 
cities and suburbs?

California has an incredibly high demand for new housing.  
If urban infill doesn’t happen, that housing still gets built, 
though maybe not near you.  

It manifests itself as single-family sprawl, gobbling up 
farmland, open space, and other environmentally 
sensitive areas, harming us all.



Housing, Climate, 
and the Peninsula



Housing, Climate, 
and the Peninsula





The Alternative To Infill: Climate Unsafe Sprawl
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Infill and Nature:
Helping to address the biodiversity, 

climate and housing crises
Liz O’Donoghue

The Nature Conservancy



The Nature Conservancy

•The mission of The Nature Conservancy is to 
conserve the lands and waters on which all life 
depends. 

•Our vision is a world where the diversity of life 
thrives, and people act to conserve nature for its 
own sake and its ability to fulfill our needs and 
enrich our lives.













The Guardian, May 27, 2023 New York Times, June 1, 2023





Can we indeed achieve both? 

The Integrated Planning Scenario 
in Merced County

58





www.housingclimatealliance.org



Image: Opticos

Image: Santa Clara Valley Open Space 
Authority

Image: Mercy 
Housing

TNC



San Francisco Bay Salt Ponds

Jassen Todorov/TNC Photo Contest 2022



Q&A



What can I 
do?



● Join any of our hosting organizations

● Have conversations with friends and neighbors

● Elect leaders who support both infill housing and the 
natural environment

● Send letters and emails to City Council with 
personal messages as to why you support housing

● Support a project locally at a public hearing 

● Take action for Gilroy at the August 2 LAFCO 
hearing (details will be sent via email)


